Suppressive effect of tetrahydrocannabinol on specific T cell subpopulations in the thymus.
The effects of THC (delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol) on thymocytes from adult BALB/c mice were investigated following in vitro stimulation with the T cell mitogen Concanavalin A (Con A). Con A treatment resulted in a decrease in the relative percent of L3T4+/Ly2+ cells (double positive; immature) with a concomitant increase in the percent of Ly2 cells (suppressor/cytotoxic). No change in the percent of L3T4 cells (helper) occurred. In addition, Con A stimulation resulted in an increase in the absolute number of Ly2 cells, with no change in number of L3T4 cells. Stimulation with the mitogen led to an increase in fluorescence intensity (indicative of relative number of markers) of Ly2 markers on Ly2 single positive cells as well as on L3T4+/Ly2+ cells. There was a moderate mitogen induced increase of L3T4 markers, but only on L3T4 single positive cells. Exposure to THC resulted in a definitive suppressive effect on Con A induced thymus cell proliferation. The suppression was primarily evidenced in the single positive Ly2 subpopulations. Since the thymus is the source of immunocompetent lymphocytes to the secondary lymphoid organs, it seems plausible that marijuana negatively affects maturation of these cells in the developing individual.